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A MANUAL OF GERMAN LITERATURE. 1 

There are two kinds of literary manuals ; one, in which 
we have a mere historical outline, a mass of names, dates, 
and facts, which, like statistics, it would be more profitable 
to carry on a slip of paper in one's vest pocket for ready 
reference than to spend hours of hard work in memorizing 
merely to forget them in less time than it took to acquire 
them ; the other, which deals only with the great names and 
works in literature and with the causes that have fostered 
their production, which is written for the general reader 
as well as student, and is a book that one likes to have as a 
companion and friend to give pleasure and to call up past as- 
sociations. It is almost needless to say to readers of this Re- 
view that Dr. Wells's book belongs preeminently to the 
second class of manuals here described. It is not a book 
for specialists or for those who intend to investigate German 
literature to any great extent, but it is a popular account, in 
a pleasing and forcible style, of the master works of a great 
modern literature. One will look in vain for the large cata- 
logue of names usually found in our school literatures, but 
one will find all that it is needful for a foreigner of culture 
to know about German writers and a peculiarly interesting 
and instructive sketch of the growth of German literature 
in its inseparable and necessary connection with the politi- 
cal history of the German people. 

The book begins with a chapter on " Origins ", but as 
might be expected from what has been said above, the 
early portion of the literature is rapidly reviewed. We are 
first given a brief but clear sketch of the early conditions of 
German life and its effects upon literature, which was at that 
time distinctly national, but soon became catholic. The 
original outburst of song consequent upon the victorious 
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march of the German legions was soon hushed by the power 
of the Church, which turned all intellectual ability to its 
own use and crushed into utter nothingness the old national 
poetry. For six hundred years German literature was cos- 
mopolitan, because what was produced was religious and 
foreign in matter, and not rooted in the glorious deeds of 
the people. Although he is compelled to be very brief, our 
author none the less succeeds in bringing before his readers 
in a vivid way the literary activity of the thirteenth century, 
which is seen in the production of the " Nibelungenlied", 
followed soon by " Gudrun ", by the philosophical epics of 
Wolfram von Eschenbach, by the popular tales of Hart- 
mann von Aue, and by the beautiful songs of Walther von 
der Vogelweide. 

The " Nibelungenlied " and the " Gudrun " are styled 
the German Iliad and Odyssey, and are, indeed, poems of 
considerable beauty and worthy of praise, but we cannot 
agree with Dr. Wells that the " Nibelungenlied " is an epic 
second only to the Iliad. We are glad, however, to see how 
clearly he brings out the " Treue ", the central idea of the 
" Nibelungenlied ", and the " Minne ", the central idea of the 
" Gudrun ", which shows higher moral development and 
greater culture than its predecessor. After the epic of pop- 
ular life comes the epic of the court, which reached its 
height in Hartmann von Aue, and then began to decline. 
Perhaps a little more space should have been devoted to Wol- 
fram von Eschenbach, a writer of considerable force, who 
was probably the greatest poet of Germany before Goethe. 

The second chapter begins, after a few words on pol- 
itics, with a brief sketch of the controversy as to whether 
French or English poetry is more worthy to be imitated, 
and of the fostering of literature by Frederick II. The cause 
of the literary activity of the period is briefly shown to be 
the Seven Years' War, and the influence of English poetry 
in determining the course of this activity is pointed out as 
seen especially in Bodmer's translation of " Paradise Lost," 
and later in Klopstock's " Messias." A complete review of 
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Klopstock's life and work follows, with a discussion of the 
effects of the study of Shakspere and Milton on the German 
mind. 

Cristoph Martin Wieland, to whom, Goethe says, all 
High Germany owes its style, fills several pages with his 
literary career, begun in pietistic writings, continued im 
erotic poetry and novels, and rounded off in the famous 
" Geron " and " Oberon," which are his best productions. 
Herder, another forerunner, next claims attention. He was 
a near contemporary of Lessing and Goethe, with both of 
whom he was directly associated. Dr. Wells does not agree 
with DeQuincey that Herder was the German Coleridge, and 
adduces very sound reasons for this disagreement. A full 
account of Herder's life and writings, their causes and ef- 
fects, his affiliation with Lessing and later his apostacy t» 
Klotz, Lessing's bitter foe, and his assthetical controversy 
with Lessing, are discussed with a view to establishing his 
proper place in literature, and the chapter ends with a brief 
consideration of Scherer's statement that Herder's influence 
on Goethe "shows how much a clear-sighted critic of his- 
toric and theoretic culture is able to give to a clear-sighted 
poet who is eager to be taught." 

Lessing, the reformer, the greatest aesthetic critic of 
Germany, forms the subject of chapter iii. After a full re- 
view of his early life and studies, the " Literary Letters " 
are briefly criticised, " Miss Sarah Sampson " receives a 
few words, and then his greater works come in for discrimi- 
nating treatment. " Minna von Barnhelm " is fully dis- 
cussed in its literary and political aspects, but the general 
reader would fain know more of the contents of this at- 
tractive drama. "Laokoon," Lessing's greatest critical 
work, is next described, and then the " Dramaturgy," 
which is regarded as its continuation. From these critical 
works our author passes to a consideration of " Emilia 
Galotti," which is styled the greatest tragedy of its time, 
and thence to the " Anti-Goeze " and " Nathan der Weise," 
the works of the closing years of the poet's life. 
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The most difficult to analyse and touch briefly, but far the 
strongest and best chapters, are those devoted to Goethe. 
A very exhaustive account, considering the scope of the 
book, is given of Goethe's life, touching every phase, and 
very appropriately, as no poet would be harder to under- 
stand, without a thorough knowledge of his life, thaa 
Goethe, for every little event had its effect which was to be 
shown here and there in his marvellous productions. "Gotz 
von Berlichingen," the^first work published under the poet's 
name, is well criticised, and is followed by a review of the 
■" Sorrows of Werther ", that cornerstone of early romanti- 
cism. "Clavigo" follows next, after which a full account 
of Goethe's life at Weimar at the court of Karl August 
is given, and his intercourse with the genial Wieland, and 
the effect the latter had upon him are keenly analysed. 
A brief discussion of Goethe as a lyric poet brings the 
reader to " Goethe's Manhood and Old Age." 

The first pages of this chapter treat of the famous Ital- 
ian journey and its effects, especially upon " Faust " and 
the three plays, " Iphigenie," " Egmont," and "Tasso." 
Next follows a criticism of "The Roman Elegies," whick 
Dr. Wells regards as the first homogeneous work of the 
new Goethe ; then, after a short account of the marriage 
with Christiane Vulpius, and a discussion of other pro- 
ductions like " Reineke Fuchs ", the remainder of the 
chapter is devoted to the meeting and intercourse of Goethe 
and Schiller, the help each gave to the other, and the im- 
press they made upon the German public through Schiller's 
periodical, " Die Horen ", as well as to a critical and aestheti- 
cal examination of " Wilhelm Meister ", " Hermann und Do- 
rothea ", " Elective Affinities ", and " Dictung und Warheit ". 
Chapter vi. is wholly given to " Faust", the greatest work 
of German literature, and no one who has read the poem 
can fail to appreciate the side lights thrown upon it by Dr. 
Wells's lucid explanations. The unintelligible " Second 
Part" is so well and clearly treated that many will be led 
to a reperusal in the full confidence that what was before 
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unintelligible will now unfold itself and become plain. Dr. 
Wells's criticisms are not only clear and to the point but 
are in accord with the work of the best modern students of 
Goethe. 

Schiller fills chapters vii. and viii., which are very inter- 
esting, but must be dismissed here with a few words. Their 
most noteworthy features are the brief but discriminating 
analyses of " Don Carlos " and the Wallenstein trilogy, as 
well as of the "Jungfrau von Orleans" (which Dr. Wells 
has edited) and the account given of the relations of Schiller 
and Goethe. Richter and the Romantic School are well 
treated in chapter ix., while Heinrich Heine, the last of the 
Romanticists, is the subject of the forty admirably written 
pages of chapter x. A vivid picture of his life is drawn, 
and good grounds are adduced for connecting him with the 
Romanticists, though he was himself their destroyer. It is 
needless to say that a sound criticism of his works is given 
beginning with the " Reisebilder ". The chapter closes with 
a pathetic picture of the poet's last days,. and with a few 
words to show that it is impossible to compare him with any 
other poet. 

The concluding chapter sketches too briefly, we think, 
the history of Imaginative Literature since 1850. Most of 
the best known authors of the present day are mentioned, 
and a few words are devoted to the novel and the drama, 
with sparing comments upon the humorists. 

We may conclude by expressing regret that so good and 
useful a book should be marred by a number of apparently 
careless misprints, but we are glad to add that it is furnished 
with an index. We heartily commend it to all who wish to 
obtain a competent knowledge of the lives and writings of 
the great men who have played their parts in the develop- 
ment of German Literature, for we know of no book of like 
scope that is calculated to give so much inspiration toward 

true culture. 

Ghas. W. Bain. 



